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The Secondary Principal Dilemma:
A Partial Answer
James Alexander
Director of Instruction
Oscoda Area Schools
Despite the talk and belief that secondary school principals are educational
leaders, they seldom are. In reality, the
role of the principal is one of an administrator who manages. That is what their
training has trained them to do what their
superintendents and boards of education
expect, and consequently, what they do.
the I?rincipal is the key to improving
mstruct10n, as a number of recent studies
have concluded, then ways must be found
to help principals become instructional
leaders.
Realizing the dilemma of secondary
principals, managing vs. instructional
leadership, this article is an attempt to
provide a simple and useful guide of how
a principal can start to become an instructional leader in reading. The ideas and
recommendations are presented in terms
of what a principal can begin to do, with
very little or no training in reading. One
of the first things that should be done is
to determine what beliefs the school district has about reading. A number of
areas that can quickly be looked into to
help a principal examine the beliefs of the
district are outlined below. This information is usually available in a district, but
not in a compiled form so it is usable by a
principal. In parentheses are recommendations to where principals might find
the information.
- Does the board of education policy
identify reading as a priority (board
policy book, superintendent)?
-Have building and/or grade-level
goals and objectives been identified
for reading (principals, reading consultants, teachers)?
-Do the junior and senior high English
department goals and objectives include
reading (principals, English department
heads, English teachers)?
-What efforts have been made during
the past two years to provide in-service
programs to all staff in reading (principals, in-service committee, reading
consultants, teachers)?
- Are there any reading qualifications
a person must have before being hired

by the school district? This includes
principals, teachers, reading personnel
(personnel director, superintendent,
principals.)?
The second step is to look at the commitment and emphasis the district places
on reading. Again, a series of questions
has been imposed, with recommendations
of where the information may be found.
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- How much money is budgeted for
reading this year (principals , business
manager, reading personnel, compensatory education directory)?
- What is the emphasis of the reading
program? Elementary developmental
reading, elementary remedial, secondary remedial, .reading improvement
for all secondary students, speed reading (principals, reading personnel,
teachers)?
-How much time (average) is spent
teaching reading to a student each day
or week (principals, teachers, reading
personnel)?
- Does the district have reading support personnel (principals, personnel
office, reading director, compensatory
education director)? Identify the person or persons most knowledgeable
about reading at the secondary level.
- Is there a compensatory education
reading program in the district (principals, curriculum director, reading personnel, compensatory education director)?
With some general background about
the district the next step is to assess the
background and practices of building
staff. To gather this information the
questions listed below could easily be
made into a short one-page survey that
could be completed in a few minutes at
a staff meeting.
- How many have had reading classes
in the content area?
- How many reading classes has each
teacher had?
-How many have taught as a reading
teacher?
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-How many are teaching reading skills
to their classes now?
-How many use reading or study
guides?
- How many students does each teacher have that he/she thinks are poor
readers?
-Do staff members have available and
read professional literature about reading?
-Do they think the teaching of reading
is necessary at the secondary level?
This information, when gathered from
all classroom staff, should give some valuable insights into the training, experience,
practices, and beliefs of teachers in regard
to reading at the secondary level.
To complete the reading picture for
the district, it is necessary to have some
idea of how well students can read. It is
recommended that when test results are
reviewed the district and/or building mean
scores be used. Some of the information
that can be looked at is listed below.
Listed in par en theses are staff who could
assist in locating the information.
-Review district and building summary reports of any district reading
test program (principal, counselors,
research office, reading personnel).
- Review district and building summary
reports of the Michigan Educational
Assessment Program (principals, MEAP
director).
-Review any compensatory education
test results, such as needs assessment
and pre and post test results (compensatory education teachers).
-General follow-up studies ( counselors, principals).
-Vocational education follow-up studies (vocational education director, principal).
-College campus freshmen interviews
( counselors and principals).
-Counselor interviews of dropouts
(counselors).
Information has now been compiled
that should give a secondary principal a
brief overview of the general beliefs of the
district towards reading, the type and
amount of reading that is provided to
students, student reading levels, and background of the staff. At this time it is
recommended that the principal first
review the collected information and then

sit down with someone who is knowledgeable about reading and discuss the
information. This review will help the
principals, particularly those with little
background in reading, gain a clearer perspective about the district's reading
efforts.
If the above information is gathered
and reviewed a principal would have a
background about his/her district and
building reading efforts. However, this is
only a start in developing practical knowledge about reading. It is also necessary
to gradually build up other knowledg~
about reading. There are several ways
this can be done. A membership in the
Michigan Reading Association and International Reading Association would provide three excellent journals that are
written for all educators, not just reading
specialists.
Attendance at a reading conference
each year will also provide good practical
information to principals. The Michigan
Reading Association Conference includes
programs specifically for administrators.
Finally, every principal should participate
in all teacher in-service programs.
A number of major sources of information have been identified that are readily
available in nearly every district. There
have also been identified several means
for additional professional development
for principals. The next step for every
principal to take is to develop each year
a few practical objectives for improving
reading. If the objectives are reasonable
and have commitment, then reading programs and student skills will improve.
There are several sources of assistance
that secondary principals can turn to for
help in developing and carrying out their
objectives.
Reading personnel, if available in the
district, and knowledgeable classroom
teachers should be considered as a prime
source of assistance. The area reading
council is an excellent source of assistance
to principals. Nearly all reading councils
are· looking for projects that will help
local school districts. The councils and
their presidents' names are published in
this journal each year. Another valuable
resource is the intermediate school district. Nearly all intermediate districts
have reading personnel available to help
local districts.
A secondary principal does not need
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This type of initiative and leadership
will help eliminate some of the dilemma
that exists for secondary principals. Leadership such as this will also make secondary schools a reading pleasure for students .

to be a trained reading expert to make
things happen in reading. He or she, however, does need to take advantage of
available information and resources to
make improvements in reading programs.
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